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A UN Initiative on Youth Employment:
Presentation of the Secretary-General’s Youth Employment Network
Meeting of the International Vocational and Educational Training Association (IVETA)

Convention of the Association for Career and Technical Education (ACTE)
New Orleans, December 13, 2001 ’

Steven K. Miller
United Nations Division for Social Policy and Development
International Labour Office

Thank you for the privilege of inviting me to address this session organized by IVETA

of the ACTE Convention, and to present the UN Secretary-General’s Youth Employment
Network. Since my background is in employment policies and technical cooperation programmes
in this field, I do not consider myself an expert in either education nor in vocational training.
Therefore, I expect to have much more to learn from you than I am able to share with you. Given
the importance of education, of the school-to-work transition and of vocational training to youth
employment, I come here to New Orleans hoping to gain fresh ideas on how to strengthen the
Youth Employment Network with both your intellectual inputs and with your practical
experiences.

Here is what I plan to share with you. First, the political dimensions of the Secretary-General’s
youth employment network. Secondly, some of the policy orientations which underpin this
Network. And thirdly I will lay out some avenues for reflection on the importance of education
and vocational training for youth employment.

More than 1 billion people today are between 15 and 25 years of age and nearly 40 per cent of the
world’s population is below the age of 20. And Eighty-five per cent of young people live in
developing countries where a vast majority of them are struggling to learn and work in a context
of extreme poverty. According to World Bank figures, approximately 1.2 billion people struggle
for survival on per capita incomes of less than $1 per day. Throughout the world, young people
are two to three times more likely to find themselves unemployed when compared to adults. Kofi
Annan, in his report to the Millennium Summit of the United Nations, writes that demography is
not destiny and that “if I had one wish for the new millennium, it would be that we treat this
challenge as an-opportunity for all, not a lottery in which most of us will lose.”

Within these statistics as our backdrop, what are the political dimensions of the Secretary-
General’s Youth Employment Network? Some of you may recall that in September 2000 the
largest gathering of Heads of State and Government ever met at the United Nations in New York
at what was called the Millennium Summit. In preparation for this meeting, Koft Annan issued a
special report entitled “We the Peoples: the Role of the United Nations in the Twenty-first
Century.” In this report, the Secretary-General presented a host of new initiatives organized under
four topics: globalization and governance, freedom from want, freedom from fear, sustaining our
future and renewing the United Nations. Generating opportunities for the young was presented as
a means to achieve freedom from want. By the way, generating digital bridges through
information and communications technologies — a theme which will be discussed in the next
session — also figures prominently in his report. And when referring to “opportunities” for the
young, the Secretary-General stressed two closely related types of opportunity: education and
employment. It is also in this report where the Secretary-General first proposed his Youth
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Together with the heads of the World Bank and the International Labour Organization, I am
convening a high-level policy network on youth employment drawing on the most creative
leaders in private industry, civil society and economic policy to explore imaginative approaches
to this difficult challenge. I will ask this policy network to propose a set of recommendations that
I can convey to world leaders within a year. The possible sources of solutions will include the
Internet and the informal sector, especially the contribution that small enterprises can make to
employment generation.

What is interesting about the Secretary-General’s statement is that it not only underlines the
importance and urgency of addressing youth employment, but furthermore it is an admission that
we in the United Nations do not yet have the answers, that is, we do not yet know about how to
create the necessary jobs. Therefore he appointed a panel of 12 experts from around the world
and from different backgrounds not only to come up with policy recommendations on youth
employment, but also to launch a political process and concrete action in this field.

At the political level within the UN, the Youth Employment Network was still an initiative of the
Secretary-General. However, to move forward politically with the Network’s work, it was
important to have support and ownership — in other words, a mandate — from the United Nations
member states. The Network received this mandate when Heads of State and Government
meeting at the Millennium Summit took up this challenge, and in the Millennium Declaration,
resolved to “develop and implement strategies that give young people everywhere a real chance
to find decent and productive work.””!

Based on this mandate, on these marching orders, both from the Secretary-General and from the
United Nations General Assembly, we began preparations for what turned out to be an informal
but extremely productive first meeting of the high-level panel of the Youth Employment
Network. In order to prepare for this meeting, a number of preparatory meetings had been held in
Geneva and in New York, which analyzed different aspects of the youth employment challenge.
This preparatory process explored the five dimensions of the youth employment challenge, which
I will simply mention but not develop at this time:

-Information and communications technologies;

-Vocational education and training;

-The Informal Economy;

-The Role of the employment in national poverty reduction strategies, and
-The Youth employment dimension of development strategies.

Based on the results of these thematic working groups, organized under the leadership of the ILO,
the World Bank and the United Nations Division for Social Policy and Development, the
Secretariat prepared an issues paper and a first draft of policy recommendations for consideration
of the high-level panel. This twelve-member panel, together with the James Wolfensohn, the
President of the World Bank, Juan Somavia, Director-General of the International Labour Office,
and under the chairmanship of Kofi Annan, then met for the first time at ILO Headquarters last
July.

At this meeting, Mr. Kofi Annan emphasized the need for both immediate action and long-term
commitment to achieving the millennium goal on youth employment. He also invited the panel to

! General Assembly resolution 55/2, para. 20.



continue working with him, Mr. Wolfensohn and Mr. Somavia in an advisory capacity on an
ongoing basis as a standing panel. Finally, he requested the ILO to take the lead in organizing the
future work of the YEN and to assume the responsibility for hosting a permanent Secretariat.

Following the meeting, the panel has finalized its policy recommendations. The recommendations
include an ambitious political process, which we are now working to put in place. This process
holds political leaders to their word. Since during the Millennium Summit, they committed
themselves to “develop and implement strategies that give young people everywhere a real
chance to find decent and productive work,” the panel’s recommendations encourages them to
translate this commitment into action through a specific political process. First Heads of State and
Government are invited to develop national action plans with targets for the creation of jobs and
for the reduction of unemployment, and to take personal responsibility for presenting these plans
to the United Nations by September 2002. Preparing these actions plans should be based a critical
and self-critical review of past national policies. A willingness to learn from more successful
countries is another element. Furthermore, ten governments are invited to volunteer to be
champions of this process, to take the lead in preparing their action plans and in showing the way
to others. In developing their plans, governments are encouraged to closely involve young people
and to adopt an integrated concept for employment policy. Employment policy is not a sectoral
policy among others; it is rather the successful mobilization of all public policies.

The ILO will then prepare a global review and evaluation of these action plans and report back to
the General Assembly as a basis for longer-term political process. Let me then draw a few
implications and conclusions from the political process, which I have just described.

First, youth employment provides an entry point into broader issues of employment. You as both
educators and policy makers in education and training are preoccupied with young people.
However, all of us can identify with young people: they represent our daughters and sons.
Therefore developing solid strategies for youth employment provides a first step for political
leaders and policy makers in addressing tougher issues of creating employment for all groups
within society.

Second, political commitment of governments provides an umbrella and a space for action for a
variety of non-governmental actors, including employers, trade unions and organizations of
young people themselves. Therefore the political process of preparing national actions plans is
not an objective in itself, but rather a means to encourage public-private partnerships in
developing concrete action for youth employment.

Third, the political processnallows the United Nations, the World Bank and specialized agencies
of the United Nations system such as the International Labour Office to work together with
member states and their constituents in new ways.

Now let’s take a look at the high-level panel’s policy recommendations on youth employment.
First the panel was concerned with delivering of course a technically anchored message, but first
and foremost a political message. In other words, a simple, understandable message that will
influence policy makers. In fact, the Youth Employment Network, if it is to be successful, must
operate a both levels, i.e., both politically and operationally.

The recommendations begin by presenting youth as an asset, not as a problem. This 1s an
important political message, particularly in the wake of recent events which tend to present young
people as an enormous problem, or more euphemistically, as “challenge” to be addressed — or



else. A recent article in the New York Times “Week in Review”” quotes figures from the the
Census Bureau to say: “From Casablanca to Kabul, the statistics are stunning. Well over half the
populations of Egypt, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Iran and Iraq are under 25 years old. . .In Pakistan, the
number is 61 per cent; in Afghanistan, 62 per cent. The boom in young people coming of age in a
broad swath of territory where terrorists recruit might seem to pose one of the United States” most
daunting national security threats.” However, rather than focusing on young people as potential
terrorists or threats, the Network rather focuses on the positive and creative potential of young
people. Young people are an asset in building a better world today, not a problem. In the next 10
years 1.2 billion young women and men will enter into the working age population, the best
educated and trained generation of young people ever, a great potential for economic and social
development.

Also, the recommendations present youth as a creative force today — and not only tomorrow. In
other words, they avoid speaking of young people as “tomorrow’s” leaders, but rather as today’s
partners. Young people are now asking that their voices be heard, that issues affecting them be
addressed and that their roles be recognized. Rather than being viewed as a target group for which
employment must be found, they want to be accepted as partners for development, helping to

chart a common course and shaping the future for everyone.

Secondly, the panel has come up with a simple political message as the basis for their
recommendations on youth employment. This message can be summarized in four Es:

- Employability: invest in education and vocational training for young
people, and improve the impact of those investments;

- Equal opportunities: give young women the same opportunities as young men;

- Entrepreneurship: make it easier to start and run enterprises to provide more and better
jobs for young women and men;

- Employment creation: place employment creation at the center of macroeconomic policy.

Let me touch briefly on each of these four points.

First, employability. The panel calls for breaking the vicious circle of poor education and
training, poor jobs and poverty. All countries need to review, rethink and reorient their education,
vocational training and labour market policies to facilitate the school to work transition and to
give young people - particularly those who are disadvantaged because of disabilities or who face
discrimination because of race, religion or ethnicity - a head start in working life. Each country is
invited to set objectives and targets based on best practice/best performance for investment in
education and training and other employability strengthening measures, leading to jobs and social
justice for the young.

For young people to be employable, the prerequisites are literacy, basic education and then
training, all of which must be relevant to labor market needs. Hence, employability opens the
door to issues of education and training, which are the central focus of this IVETA meeting.

The word “employability” has been at times criticized as implying that if job seekers are
unemployed, this situation is their own fault. However, as taken by the panel, this term combines
both the responsibility of the individual and that of society. The individual is responsible for
taking initiative and seeking out new opportunities. However, society is responsible for providing

? Elaine Sciolino, “Radicalism: Is the Devil in the Demography?”, New York Times Week in Review,
December 9, 2001.



these opportunities and an environment in which discrimination is not allowed to become an
obstacle to an individual’s employability — hence the reference to social justice in the context of
employability.

This recommendation furthermore takes a stand in favour of the high road to employment, what
the ILO Director-General refers to as not just any job, but rather “decent work.” The type of
employment, which requires a young person to be well educated and endowed with skills relevant
to the labour market, is a young person who will be looking for better quality work.
Employability is also closely linked to information and communications technologies, to making
these more widely available and accessible, and to closing the digital divide.

Therefore the message of employability is a message of not just individual responsibility, but also
one of social justice, of the right of young people to education and training which will lead them
to decent work and to the type of society where race, religion, ethnicity or disabilities do not get
in the way of employment.

Equal opportunities for young women and men: The panel provides two sets of arguments to
underpin this recommendation. One is based on a moral imperative, and the other as a means to
boost productivity. The recommendation reads: Eliminating the gender gap in educational,
training and job opportunities is not only a moral imperative, but furthermore, a means to increase
productivity and quality of employment. In many countries, where boys and girls have equal
access to education, girls are doing better than boys at school. In a great many countries girls are
not getting the same education opportunities as boys with serious gender gaps in literacy as a
consequence. The panel argues that all countries need to review, rethink and reorient their
policies to ensure that there are equal opportunities for young women when they enter the
workforce and throughout their working lives. Each country should set objectives and targets to
rectify the gender disparities in access to education, training and labour markets, and develop and
implement the necessary gender sensitive policies in these areas.

Entrepreneurship: Entrepreneurship is not just about self-employment and helping young people
start their own business. Entrepreneurship is also not just about encouraging the private sector to
create employment. Certainly, these are key pieces of the puzzle. But in calling for strengthened
entrepreneurship, the panel is calling for a renewed sense of initiative for all young people, be
they workers or employers, be they working in the private or in the public sector.

Hernando de Soto, one of the panel members makes a strong plea to review many cumbersome
regulations, which keep the poor from starting their own business. While entrepreneurship is not
for everyone, it is a means of creating new employment opportunities for both workers and for
employers. All countries need to review, rethink and reorient the legal and institutional
framework for business to make it easier to start and run a business. Governments and
international organizations should make it a top priority to obtain real, reliable and relevant data
on the informal economy and on the rules and procedures required to set up and operate a new
business within a legal framework. Based on a better understanding of the institutional obstacles,
policies should be developed to allow this part of the economic system to be integrated into the
mainstream economy and raise its productivity through legal facilitation. This review should be
combined with respect for labour standards, which should be seen as a basic element in achieving
productivity and prosperity.

Governments, on national and local level, need to encourage a broad and dynamic concept of
entrepreneurship to stimulate both personal initiative and initiatives in a broad variety of
organizations which include, but reach beyond, the private sector: small and large enterprises,



social entrepreneurs, cooperatives, the public sector, the trade union movement and youth
organizations. Countries also need to strengthen policies and programmes so that small
enterprises can flourish and create decent work within an enabling environment. Each country
should set objectives and targets for a broad reform programme, based on best practice, which
process can offer more flexibility for enterprises and more security for workers.

Employment Creation: A cross-country analysis of youth employment carried out by the ILO in
1997° concluded that general macroeconomic conditions have an overwhelming importance in
determining the level of youth employment. However, youth unemployment is more sensitive
than is adult unemployment to changes in aggregate demand. This is one of the reasons that
overall, youth unemployment rates tend to be two to three times higher than rate of adult
unemployment. One of the many reasons why youth are disproportionately affected by changes in
macroeconomic conditions relates to levels of acquired training. The opportunity costs to firms of
firing young people is lower than for older workers since they represent lower levels of acquired
skills and human capital.

While youth are hurt more than adults by economic downturns, macroeconomic policies, which
stimulate aggregate demand, also carry the potential of benefiting youth disproportionately. In
fact, the fourth “E,” employment creation, underpins all the three others “Es”, namely
employability, equal opportunities and entrepreneurship. Employability requires not just
appropriate skills and training, but also public policies that lead to new employment opportunities
where these skills can be used. Investing in youth requires not just better skilled youth, but a
commitment by public and private sector partners to keep job creation as a central concern of
their investment strategies. Equality should follow a high road leading to increased opportunities
for both women and men. And entrepreneurship should be supported not only through structural
measures, but also through growth-oriented macro-economic policies so that enterprises can
sustain themselves.

Finally, I will address some of the implications, which the Network’s conclusions have on the
work of the issues of education and vocational training.

First education and training are particularly important to creating good quality employment, or
“decent work.” By upgrading the employability and skills of the work force, education and
training stimulates a race to the top rather than a race to the bottom. Rather than seeing a natural
tradeoff between the quantity and quality of employment, training links both in a virtuous circle
of more and better jobs for young people.

Second, as much as youth employment is a concern of all countries at all levels of development, it
is particularly a concern in.developing countries where the vast majority of youth live and work.
In most developing countries, which lack public and institutionalized forms of social protection,
the only safety nets for the unemployed are those of the family and informal networks. For most
young people in developing countries open unemployment is a luxury they can i1l afford.
Therefore they turn to the informal economy for survival. More work is needed to upgrade the
basic education and skills of workers in the informal economy and to develop training delivery
systems adapted to the needs of these workers. Here the key is not to create new jobs in the
informal sector, but rather to improve the quality of those jobs that exist already. Education and
training policies and delivery systems must be adapted and effective to working in this growing
informal economy.

? Niall O’Higgins, “The challenge of youth unemployment,” ILO Employment and Training Papers No. 7,
International Labour Office, Geneva, 1997.



I wish to close with an apparent paradox for your reflection. As stated in a recent ILO
Report, in many developing countries “only the better educated can afford to be unemployed.™
Whereas in most industrialized countries that make up the OECD, there appears a strong
correlation between education, employment and decent work, in most developing countries
unemployed rates for the more educated are above those of the least educated. Therefore the
challenge is to better utilize the precious resource of growing numbers of educated young people
in the developing world — a resource which is being wasted at great cost to the young people and
to society at large. And the other side of the same coin is the challenge of upgrading the
employment opportunities of those without adequate education and training, working in the dead-
end jobs in the informal economy.

4International Labour Office, Employing Youth: Promoting employment-intensive growth, ILO Geneva,
1999, p. 7.
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